High on Grades and Drugs? An Analysis of Prescription Drug Misuse and Motivations among Honors and Non-Honors College Students by Haupt, Emily
University of Mississippi 
eGrove 
Honors Theses Honors College (Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College) 
Spring 5-9-2020 
High on Grades and Drugs? An Analysis of Prescription Drug 
Misuse and Motivations among Honors and Non-Honors College 
Students 
Emily Haupt 
Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/hon_thesis 
 Part of the Social Psychology Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Haupt, Emily, "High on Grades and Drugs? An Analysis of Prescription Drug Misuse and Motivations 
among Honors and Non-Honors College Students" (2020). Honors Theses. 1469. 
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/hon_thesis/1469 
This Undergraduate Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Honors College (Sally McDonnell 
Barksdale Honors College) at eGrove. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses by an authorized 
administrator of eGrove. For more information, please contact egrove@olemiss.edu. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
HIGH ON GRADES AND DRUGS? 
AN ANALYSIS OF PRESCRIPTION DRUG MISUSE AND MOTIVATIONS AMONG 
HONORS AND NON-HONORS COLLEGE STUDENTS 
 
 
 
by 
Emily E Haupt 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted to the faculty of the University of Mississippi in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements of the Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College. 
 
 
 
Oxford 
May 2020 
 
 
 
Approved By: 
                       ___________________________ 
                                                  Advisor: Dr. Carrie Veronica Smith 
 
              ___________________________ 
                     Reader: Dr. Laura J Dixon 
 
              ___________________________ 
         Reader: Dr. Rebekah Smith 
 PRESCRIPTION DRUG MISUSE AND MOTIVATIONS 
 
ii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2020 
Emily E Haupt 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 PRESCRIPTION DRUG MISUSE AND MOTIVATIONS 
 
iii 
Acknowledgements 
 I would like to first thank my advisor, Dr. Carrie V. Smith, for her time, patience and 
guidance throughout this process. Thank you for being a voice of both reason and 
encouragement. Thank you for going above and beyond to not only provide feedback but 
teaching me how and why things are done. Because of Dr. Smith and the graduate and 
undergraduate students in the ISHTAR lab, I am more confident and eager to continue learning 
about and actively engaging in psychological research. 
 I would also like the thank the faculty, staff, and students of the Sally McDonnell 
Barksdale Honors College. Thank you for the invaluable experiences and priceless memories 
you have given me over the last four years. DSG, thank you for sitting with that terrified and 
indecisive high school senior back in 2016, and being a voice of honesty and encouragement. 
Thank you for always having your door open and willing to talk (even if it’s to ‘roll the dice’ on 
which major to choose).  
 Thank you, Dr. Donald Dyer, for serving as a mentor to me since my first Honors class 
with you Fall of 2016. Your experience and advice has been greatly appreciated, and I will miss 
our regular meetings each semester.  
 Thank you to everyone who has supported me over the last four years. Words cannot 
fully express my gratitude.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 PRESCRIPTION DRUG MISUSE AND MOTIVATIONS 
 
iv 
Abstract 
 
College students appear to be especially susceptible to prescription drug misuse (PDM), 
as studies using U.S. college student samples report prevalence rates anywhere from 4% to as 
high as 43% (Benson et al., 2015). Honors students are a particularly understudied group in PDM 
research, although several theories associated with substance misuse give reason to believe 
honors students may be more or less at risk of PDM. The present study examined PDM and 
motives for four types of prescription drugs (stimulants, opioids, tranquilizers, and sedatives) 
between honors and non-honors students. Participants in the current study included 588 
undergraduate students from a large southeastern university recruited through a campus-wide 
survey sent to a stratified random sample of the student population. Results indicated there were 
no significant differences in PDM rates between honors and non-honors students. Results also 
revealed no significant differences in motives, with the exception of non-honors students being 
more likely to misuse stimulants to improve grades. Implications for future research are 
discussed.  
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Introduction 
 The National Survey on Drug Use and Health estimated 18 million people, aged 12 and 
older (or about 6% of this population), misused prescription drugs at least once in 2017, 
(SAMHSA, 2018).  Prescription drug misuse, or PDM, consists of either (a) the prescribed, but 
abused (e.g. taking higher doses than prescribed, taking to get high or for other purposes than 
prescribed) or (b) non-prescribed use of pharmaceuticals (e.g. taking prescription drugs 
prescribed to someone else) (NIDA, 2018). Because prescription drugs are prescribed by doctors, 
many people falsely believe the misuse of them to be safe. PDM, however, is associated with 
many potentially dangerous mental, physical, and emotional repercussions (Ali, et al., 2015; 
Holloway, et al., 2014; National Drug Intelligence Center [NDIC]). The potential physical harms 
of PDM include illness, shortness of breath, nausea, overdose and more (NDIC). One study on 
university students in the UK found that 1 in 9 students reported a problem associated with 
PDM, including difficulty breathing, stomach pains, hallucinations, and prescription drug 
dependence (Holloway, et al., 2014).  PDM is also associated with mental health issues. Ali et al. 
(2015) found that PDM was associated with an increased likelihood of experiencing a major 
depressive episode among adolescents.  
Substance Use Among College Students 
 College students are often known for risky behaviors, such as heavy drinking and illicit 
drug use. Alcohol use, in particular, is known to increase significantly from high school to 
college (Fromme, et al., 2008). Other substances used amongst this age group include marijuana, 
narcotics (e.g. heroin), hallucinogens (e.g. LSD), stimulants (e.g. cocaine), and other illicit drugs 
(Schulenberg, et al., 2019). Motives for substance use vary depending on the type of substance 
and an individual's personal goals, but many motives pertain to academic or social motives 
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among college students. Alcohol use tends to derive from social motives (Skalisky, et al., 2019; 
Vaughan, et al., 2009) whereas the combination of alcohol and marijuana appears to stem from 
enhancement motives (e.g. “to get high”) (Skalisky, et al., 2019). Marijuana use is associated 
with a variety of motives, including social, experimentation, enjoyment, and conformity motives 
(Lee et al., 2007). One study on college-bound high school graduates found a relationship 
between goals and alcohol use: academic goals were associated with lower levels of planned 
alcohol consumption in the first year of college while social goals were associated with higher 
planned consumption in the first year of college (Rhoades and Maggs, 2006).  
Several studies show an association between PDM and other risky behaviors, including 
illicit drug use.  For example, college students who misuse prescription stimulants are more 
likely to use cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana, ecstasy, cocaine, opiates, and engage in other risky 
behaviors (e.g. driving intoxicated) (McCabe, et al., 2005). A meta-analysis of stimulant use 
among college students revealed significant positive correlations with misuse of sedatives and 
marijuana, alcohol, tobacco products, and illicit stimulants (e.g. ecstasy, cocaine) (Benson, et al., 
2015). Compared to non-users, university students who misused prescription stimulants were ten 
times more likely to use marijuana in the last year, seven times more likely to frequently binge 
drink, and over twenty times more likely to use cocaine (McCabe, et al., 2005). College students 
are already known for risky behaviors and substance use; many studies show these behaviors are 
also associated with PDM among college students.  
PDM among College Students 
The College Prescription Drug Study anonymously surveyed 19,539 students from 26 
institutions across the U.S. and found 22.6% had misused one of three types of prescription drugs 
(i.e. pain medications, sedatives, and stimulants) (Phillips & McDaniel, 2018). College students 
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appear to be especially susceptible to prescription drug misuse, as studies using U.S. college 
student samples report prevalence rates anywhere from 4% to as high as 43% (Benson et al., 
2015). Further, the initiation of most PDM occurs during college: 65% of those who misused 
stimulants, 52% of those who misused sedatives, 39% of those who misused pain medications, 
began in college (Phillips & McDaniel, 2018).  
While stimulants are typically the most studied form of prescription drugs, many other 
prescription drugs are misused by college students as well. Arria and colleagues (2008) studied 
several illicit substances as well as three types of prescription drugs (i.e. opioids, stimulants, and 
tranquilizers) in a longitudinal study of pre-college to second year students. They found that 
from pre-college to the second year of college, lifetime prevalence of opioid use increased by 
85.7%, tranquilizers by 102.9%, and sedatives by 318.5% (Arria, et al., 2008). This same study 
found that most misusers of prescription opioids and tranquilizers quit by their sophomore year. 
Another study evaluating students’ concerns and intervention interests found that among 
medication misuses (e.g. medications for mood, pain, ADHD, anxiety, respiratory, and over-the-
counter drugs), pain medications (e.g. opiates) had the highest lifetime misuse (23%) as well as 
past-month misuse (22%) (Palmer, et al., 2012). One study looking at the non-prescribed use of 
sedatives and stimulants with participants ranging from age 18 to 48 years (all of whom had 
completed a post-secondary degree or were current students) found 26% of the participants 
misused sedatives, 28% reported stimulant misuse, and 46% reported the misuse of both 
(McLarnon, et al., 2014).  The mean age of first use of sedatives was 20.5 years whereas the 
mean age for stimulants was 17.8 years; further, the age of peak use was 22.4 years for sedatives 
and 19.3 years for stimulants. 
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Research shows that some of the usage rates of certain types of prescription drugs differ 
between college students and non-college adults. For example, while sedatives were more likely 
to be used by non-college adults, stimulants, like Adderall, had a higher prevalence among 
college students (Schulenberg, et al., 2019). The variation in PDM rates for different categories 
of prescription drugs is likely due to a difference in motivations. Different demands and 
pressures likely contribute to different motivations for PDM in college students.  
Motives of PDM  
 Research shows the most common reported motives for PDM in college students are 
related to academics and involve the misuse of stimulants (e.g., staying awake to study, 
concentrating on work, improving grades) (DeSantis, et al., 2008; Teter, et al., 2006; McCabe, et 
al., 2006). However, college students reported using prescription drugs for multiple reasons, 
including to be more social, have more energy for a night out, to mitigate/enhance the effects of 
alcohol, lose weight, and get high (DeSantis, et al., 2008; Teter, et al., 2006; McCabe, et al., 
2006). A meta-analysis of PDM of four different drugs (stimulants, opioids, tranquilizers, and 
sedatives) in college students found the most prevalent motives reported were associated with 
improving performance (e.g. in sports and academics) or addressing mental and physical health 
problems (e.g. aid sleep, reduce anxiety, lose weight) (Bennett & Holloway, 2017).   
PDM among Honors Students 
Honors students are a particularly understudied group, especially in PDM research. 
Several theories used to describe PDM, however, suggest honors students may be at a greater 
risk or more protected from PDM than other students. Honors students are enrolled in a special 
program or college within the university. They typically have smaller class sizes with the intent 
of more individualized attention and often have special events (e.g., lectures, celebrations) for 
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their program or college. Honors students are also often required to complete a thesis or 
additional academic work. It is possible that these unique experiences could lead to differential 
rates of PDM in honors students. Given the additional workload, it is possible that honors 
students face additional academic strain that could result in PDM. On the contrary, the bonds 
formed by a smaller community could possibly protect honors students against the risk of PDM.  
Several theories could suggest a different rate of PDM among honors students compared 
to college students in general. Hirschi’s social control theory makes the claim that people’s 
social bonds--attachment, commitment, involvement, and beliefs--diminish the likelihood of 
deviant behavior (Hirschi, 1969). A study on adolescents in South Korea supports Hirschi’s 
theory; it found bonds with teachers, educational aspirations, and rule internalization were 
associated with the later onset of alcohol and cigarette use (Han, et al., 2015). Theoretically, the 
smaller, more personalized environment in conjunction with the expectations and values of the 
college for honors students could potentially fulfill the components of the social bond theory and 
contribute to lower levels of risky behavior such as PDM.  
By contrast, Agnew’s General Strain Theory is well-supported and works to explain 
deviant behavior through the presence of stress and strains on an individual; these strains are 
thought to lead to negative emotions (e.g. anger, despair, depression) that potentially generate a 
delinquent response (Agnew, 1992). If there are increased or heightened strains or stresses felt by 
honors students (e.g. academic stress), there may be a difference in how and why these students 
use prescription drugs, whether it's to fit in with the broader campus community, cope with 
academic stress, or another motivation.  
 Looking to extend PDM research in understudied areas, Pedalono and Frailing (2018) 
examined alcohol and drug use among honors students (in association with the general strain 
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theory). Their study was conducted at a small private religious university in the south. The 
paper-and-pencil survey inquired about strains of college life, alcohol misuse, and two types of 
drug misuse (i.e. stimulants and pain killers) in a sample of honors students.  Their findings 
found limited support for an association between academic strains and stimulant misuse as low 
expectations of self were associated with illicit drug use in the last six months (high expectations 
were predicted), but other academic strain variables (GPA and scholarship) had no significant 
relationship. It also found no significant relationships between relationship strains and painkiller 
misuse; the only association with relationship strain was marijuana use and fighting with friends. 
They also found the bond variable of time spent in extracurricular activities was associated with 
lower illicit drug use while more time spent studying was associated with higher levels of illicit 
drug use in the last six months. Pedalono and Frailing’s (2018) study represents a good start in 
examining PDM in honors students.  
Present Research 
 Although previous research has examined prevalence and motives for prescription drug 
use among college students in general, very little work has focused on honors students 
specifically. The current study hopes to extend this knowledge and build off of the work of 
Pedalono and Frailing (2018) by evaluating the difference in drug misuse and how the 
motivations may vary between honors and non-honors students. Further, while many studies look 
at only one type of prescription drug (most commonly, stimulants) or are limited to a certain 
classification of student (e.g. freshman in an introductory psychology course), the present study 
collected data on four types of prescription drugs (i.e. stimulants, opioids, tranquilizers, and 
sedatives) and utilized a stratified random sampling procedure, allowing for a more 
representative sample in terms of academic classifications, ethnicities, and academic majors. 
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This study examines the potential difference in PDM between honors and non-honors students to 
better understand factors that may drive PDM. 
 RQ1: Does PDM differ between honors and non-honors students? 
 RQ 2: Do honors students misuse a particular category of prescription drug (e.g.   
 stimulants, opiates, tranquilizers, sedatives) more than other students? 
 RQ3: Are there differences in motivations for PDM between honors and non-honors  
 students? 
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Method 
Participants & Procedure 
A list of current undergraduates was supplied by the university registrar. From this 
sample, 7,030 were emailed inviting them to participate in a completely anonymous survey for a 
survey design class through the university’s Honors College commissioned by the Office of the 
Vice Chancellor. The email explained the researchers were interested in learning more about the 
student body and prescription drug use. Participants were informed that they were randomly 
selected, and their responses were completely anonymous. The survey link was provided in the 
email. Survey responses were recorded using Qualtrics, an online survey system. 
Through a stratified random sample of each classification, 1,785 freshmen, 1,725 
sophomores, 1,745 juniors, and 1,775 seniors were emailed and invited to participate to ensure a 
15% response rate. Data from 651 participants was collected. Responses for the last question of 
the survey that was applicable to all participants worked as the basis for determining which 
participants completed the entire survey and would be used for the analyses in this thesis. All 
responses of those who were deemed to have not completed the entire survey (N=93) were 
removed from the data, resulting in a sample of 558.   
Participants were fairly representative of the entire university population in terms of 
gender and academic classification (See Table 1). The sample was predominantly 
White/Caucasian (82.3%) followed by African American (6.3%) somewhat similar to that of the 
actual campus population (77.0% White/Caucasian, 14.3% African American).  Participants 
reflected every racial group with the exception of Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. Every 
academic college and school was represented in our sample with a somewhat similar make up to 
that of the actual campus population.  One hundred thirty-five (24.2%) participants reported 
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being students in the Honors College. The university’s Honors College had 1,257 students at the 
time (7.2% of campus).  
This study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board. The data were 
organized and analyzed using the data processing software, SPSS Statistics (version 26). 
Measures 
Prescription Drug Misuse 
 We collected data on different types of prescription drug misuse. Participants were first 
asked questions about consuming drugs not prescribed to them. We inquired about four different 
prescription drug types: stimulants, opiates/pain medications, tranquilizers, and sedatives. In 
addition to the general categories of drugs, we listed a few examples of each drug type (e.g. 
Stimulants: Adderall, Ritalin, Concerta, Vyvanse).  Students were given three timeframes (e.g. in 
high school, since you've been in college, in the last two weeks) and were prompted to mark a 
box, ’yes’ or ‘no,’ for each timeframe in which they used for each type of drug. Next, using the 
same question format, we asked about participants’ use of prescription drugs that were 
prescribed to them but taken in higher doses or more frequently than prescribed; students were 
prompted to again select the timeframe and type of drug.  
Motivations 
 To assess motivations for participants’ PDM for each drug type, we provided a list of 13 
possible reasons that participants may have for misusing/abusing prescription drugs. The four 
prescription drug types were listed (i.e. stimulants, opiates/pain medications, tranquilizers, 
sedatives), and participants were asked to indicate which type of drug(s) they used, if any, for 
each reason listed (See Appendix for measure).  
 
 10                        PRESCRIPTION DRUG MISUSE AND MOTIVATIONS    
Demographics 
 Participants indicated their sex, academic classification, GPA, and whether they were a 
member of the honors college. Participants also responded to an open-ended question asking 
them to list their major(s).  
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Results 
Overall PDM for All Students        
 The overall rate of PDM among the full sample of students including all prescription drug 
types was 41.4%. Of all students, both honors and non-honors, 158 (29.3%) reported misusing 
stimulants, 59 (12.9%) reported misusing opioids, 65 (14.3%) reported misusing tranquilizers, 
and 30 (6.6%) reported misusing sedatives.                                           
Analysis of PDM in Honors and Non-Honors Students (all prescription drug types) 
 Rates of PDM were evaluated in honors and non-honors college students. Forty-two 
honors students (35.6%) indicated they had misused a prescription drug in college, and 154 
(43.3%) non-honors students reported PDM while in college. A chi-square test was used to 
compare rates between honors and non-honors college students. Results from the chi-square 
revealed a non-significant difference, 𝜒2(1)= 2.15, ns.                                                                     
Analysis of Prescription Drug Types Misused in Honors and Non-Honors Students  
 Rates of misuse for each prescription drug type (i.e. stimulants, opioids, tranquilizers, 
sedatives) were evaluated and compared for honors and non-honors students separately. A chi-
square test was run for each drug type. Results of the chi-square for stimulant misuse in honors 
and non-honors students showed a non-significant relationship, 𝜒2(1)= 2.81, ns, with 31 (23.5%) 
honors students reporting misuse and 127 (31.1%) non-honors. The chi-square test on opioids 
revealed a non-significant relationship, 𝜒2(1)= 2.46, ns, with 10 (8.7%) honors and 49 (14.4%) 
non-honors students reporting opioid misuse. Chi-square results on tranquilizer misuse in honors 
and non-honors students also revealed a non-significant relationship 𝜒2(1)= 2.93, ns, 11 (9.5%) 
honors students and 54 (15.9%) non-honors students reported tranquilizer misuse. Similar to the 
tests on other prescription drug classifications, a chi-square test on sedative misuse also revealed 
 12                        PRESCRIPTION DRUG MISUSE AND MOTIVATIONS    
a non-significant relationship 𝜒2(1)= 2.56, ns, between honors and non-honors students. Four 
(3.4%) honors students and 26 (7.7%) of non-honors students reported sedative misuse.    
Analysis of Motivations for PDM in Honors and Non-Honors Students   
 Motivations for misuse of each category of prescription drug (i.e. stimulants, opioids, 
tranquilizers, sedatives) were compared between honors and non-honors students. Chi-square 
tests were conducted for each individual motive in each drug category, a total of thirteen chi-
square tests for each of the four drug types. Results of these analyses are shown in Table 2, and 
most revealed non-significant relationships. A statistically significant difference, however, was 
found between honors students and non-honors students in using stimulants to improve grades. 
Non-honors students were more likely than honors students to report misuse of stimulants to 
improve their grades.                
Exploratory Results           
 The frequency of the total reported motives reported, out of the possible thirteen, were 
calculated for each category of drug (i.e. stimulants, opioids, tranquilizers, sedatives). Table 3 
shows these frequencies for both honors and non-honors students. The average number of total 
reported motives were calculated in both honors and non-honors students for each category of 
drug. Four independent samples t-tests were used to compare the mean number of motives 
between honors and non-honors participants. The t-test for total number of stimulant motives 
between honors and non-honors students revealed a non-significant relationship, t (159) = 1.39, 
ns.  The t-test for total number of opioid motives between honors and non-honors students 
also indicated a non-significant relationship, t (10.01) = -0.44, ns; equal variances were not 
assumed. Results from the t-test on total number of tranquilizer motives between honors 
and non-honors students revealed a non-significant relationship, t (63) = 0.35, ns.  The t-
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test on total number of motives for sedatives also showed a non-significant relationship, t 
(28) = 0.49, ns. 
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Discussion 
 The primary aim of this research was to investigate rates and motives of PDM between 
honors and non-honors college students. In our sample of college students, 41.4% of those who 
gave a response indicated PDM in college. This percentage is on the higher end of PDM rates 
observed in other studies (Benson, et al., 2015). It is possible that this is because the sample 
came from a large public university known as a “party school” with a strong Greek Life presence 
(Perez, 2016). These groups have previously shown an association with increased prescription 
drug misuse (Witcraft, et al., 2019) 
The data suggests that in response to the original research questions there is no significant 
difference in rates of overall PDM depending on honors status. Results of the individual analyses 
on each drug type also revealed no significant differences in rates of each misused prescription 
drug (i.e. stimulants, opioids, tranquilizers, sedatives) between honors and non-honors students. 
Analysis for motivations of honors and non-honors students mostly indicated no significant 
differences between motivations for each drug among honors and non-honors students. One 
significant relationship, however, was found between honors status and motivation for using 
stimulants to improve grades; this relationship shows non-honors students are more likely to 
misuse stimulants to improve grades.   
 Given the lack of significant differences in either the rates or motives of PDM, this 
suggests that honors students are no more or less at risk of engaging in PDM. While it may be 
good the results suggest honors students are no more susceptible to PDM than non-honors 
students, these same data also suggest honors students are also no more protected from engaging 
in PDM than non-honors students. According to Hirschi’s social control theory, however, 
students with better social bonds should be less likely to engage in deviant behavior (Hirschi, 
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1969). Theoretically, honors students, if they have better social bonds due to their involvement in 
the honors program/college, should be less likely to misuse prescription drugs, but this was not 
the case. This could have implications as to the efficacy of certain social and community aspects 
of honors programs and whether they are achieving all of what they hope to achieve. It is very 
likely that the smaller honors classes and special advising enable honors students to receive more 
personal attention from faculty and feel more bonded to this community. On the other hand, it is 
also possible that while the additional social events (e.g. formals) may help build community 
among students, they could come with a higher risk of social learning and substance misuse, 
including prescription drugs.  
 The present study drew ideas about PDM in honors students and non-honors students 
from several theories related to deviant behavior (Hirschi’s social control theory and Agnew’s 
general strain theory), but it did not test these models. Concerning Hirschi’s social control 
theory, this study considered a potential difference in honors and non-honors students, assuming 
honors students potentially had greater social bonds. In regard to Agnew’s general strain theory, 
the present study considered the potential for a difference in PDM between honors and non-
honors students, assuming honors students have increased stresses or strains (e.g. academic) than 
non-honors. Results of this study showed no difference in PDM use between honors and non-
honors students and mostly non-significant differences in motives (except non-honors were more 
likely to use stimulants to improve grades than honors students). This raises the question for 
future research of how these theories may have interacted. Given that the present study did not 
measure level of social bonds or strains, future research should examine these to further study 
how these theories apply to PDM. It is possible that both assumptions about honors students 
were correct and these theories counteracted each other: the potentially higher levels of social 
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bonds protecting honors students from PDM while the potentially increased academic strains 
making them more at risk. The predictions of each theory could potentially cancel each other out, 
resulting in no difference in PDM rates between honors and non-honors students. 
Limitations 
 There are a few limitations of the present study that should be considered. One limitation 
to the study is the possibility of inaccurate responses from participants. Because this study 
consisted of an online self-report survey, there is no way to guarantee participants responded 
truthfully. The topic of study, PDM, is illegal, so it could also be a sensitive subject that people 
fear to report, potentially causing data to be skewed. The risk of inaccurately reported data is 
applicable to all self-report surveys, including this one. Our rates of PDM, however, are 
comparable and even on the higher end of PDM rates reported in other studies, so there’s reason 
to believe participants were likely honest and self-disclosing in their responses.  
The second limitation is that the format of some questions made it unclear whether the 
participant purposefully skipped the question or their answer was ‘no’. The question regarding 
motives asked the participant to indicate which motives they had for misusing each type of 
prescription drug by checking all that applied. Because there was not a ‘no’ option, it cannot be 
assumed that the motivation did not pertain to the individual; it could only be deemed as not 
reported. While this was a limitation, this question format was intentionally chosen in order to 
make the study less tedious for participants, so rather than checking ‘no’ to each of the thirteen 
motives for four different drug types, participants could simply select the motives and 
prescription drug categories that applied to them. This was done to increase the likelihood of 
participants completing the survey in its entirety. This is something to be thoughtfully considered 
in future studies, weighing the potential benefits and potential risks of the question format. In 
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addition, although the measure of motives is extensive, it is not exhaustive. It is not unlikely that 
students have some other motives. This is especially true for tranquilizers and opioids as more 
students reported zero motives from our list than the other prescription drugs. This prompts 
discussion as to how best to gain a broad understanding of all motives for PDM.  
 The third limitation is the potential variability of honors programs and colleges. The 
present sample was from a university with an honors college that has its own building, advising, 
merchandise, and more—making it a potentially larger organization than most. The results could 
differ in schools with a smaller or significantly different honors college or program. The present 
study was also completed at a large, public, predominantly white university in the southeastern 
United States. Replications of this study are recommended at other universities with different 
honors programs and different student populations to see if similar results are found. It is also 
recommended to collect data from students at multiple schools in the study to gain a broader, 
more general understanding of PDM in honors and non-honors students.   
Future Research 
 Future research should continue to examine the theories associated with PDM in order to 
find the factors that contribute to increased drug use and those that act as protection against 
PDM. Extending on previous research and theories, it would be beneficial for PDM research to 
measure students’ social bonds as well as the strains of college life to see if and how both the 
social control theory and general strain theory may interact with each other in PDM. Research 
should continue to monitor the rates of use among college students and study the aspects of 
college life that may be associated with PDM. In addition, further research should study when 
these stresses most influence college students’ rates of PDM. The present study collected data on 
overall prescription drug use for students of each academic classification; however, it’s 
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inconclusive whether students misused in a previous academic year or were current users. 
Extending on previous research, it would be beneficial to examine students’ social bonds and 
how the abundance or lack of these bonds relate to PDM.  
The present study did not find a significant difference between overall PDM in honors 
and non-honors students. While confident in these results, further research should always 
replicate the study to ensure the same results are found at other universities with differing honors 
programs and student populations.  Understanding the factors that are associated with PDM may 
help university administrators to effectively target risk factors and increase protective factors.    
Future research should also further examine students’ motives. Exploratory tests revealed 
that many students reported more than one motive for PDM. While there was no difference in the 
total reported motives between honors and non-honors students, the observations on total 
reported motives for all students have a strong implication in prevention efforts and demands 
further research. The present study did not collect data on the frequency of PDM, but having 
more motives to misuse a prescription drug may be related to higher rates of PDM. This should 
be further explored as prevention efforts targeted at only misusing prescription drugs to party 
would miss other motivations of misuse, such as improving grades or self-medicating.  With 
additional research on frequency and motives, university administrators would have a better 
understanding of PDM among their students and be better equipped to target prevention efforts 
accordingly.  
Conclusion  
 College students are a particularly susceptible group to PDM (Benson, et al., 2015). The 
present study extended on previous PDM research by examining PDM rates and motives for 
misuse between honors and non-honors students for four types of prescription drugs (stimulants, 
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opioids, tranquilizers, and sedatives). There was no significant difference between rates of PDM 
among honors and non-honors students, and motives for misuse were not significantly different, 
with the exception of non-honors students misusing stimulants more to improve grades. Future 
research should explore further the theories associated with PDM (e.g. general strain theory, 
social control theory) to see how these theories may interact and lead to certain student groups 
being more or less susceptible to PDM.   
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Tables 
 
Table 1 
Demographics of Participants 
 
       Total participants (%) Actual Campus Population % 
Honors 
Non-Honors 
135 (24.2) 
423 (75.8) 
7.2 
92.8 
Sex 
  
   Male 
   Female 
   Transgender 
   Prefer Not to Answer 
154 (27.6) 
397 (71.1) 
2 (.4) 
5 (.9) 
45.0 
55.0 
No data 
Race 
   White 
   Black/African American 
   Hispanic or Latino 
   American Indian 
   Asian 
   Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 
   Other 
   Multiracial 
   Prefer Not to Answer 
 
459 (82.3) 
35 (6.3) 
6 (1.1) 
2 (.4) 
14 (2.5) 
0 (0) 
3 (.5) 
27 (4.8) 
12 (2.2) 
 
77.0 
14.3 
3.3 
0.2 
2.9 
0.1 
0.1 
2.0 
Academic Classification 
   Freshman 
   Sophomore 
   Junior 
   Senior  
 
130 (23.3) 
131 (23.5) 
161 (28.9) 
136 (24.4)  
 
30.0 
20.4 
21.6 
2.08 
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Table 2 
Motives for Misuse 
   
Motive for 
PDM 
Stimulants (N = 161) Opioids (N=59) Tranquilizers (N=65) Sedatives (N=30) 
Honors Non-
Honors 
𝜒2 Honors Non-
Honors 
𝜒2 Honors Non-
Honors 
𝜒2 Honors Non-
Honors 
𝜒2 
             
Grades 17 110 13.32* 1 1 1.61 1 1 1.61 0 0 n/a 
Focus 26 121 2.67 1 2 .60 0 0 n/a 0 0 n/a 
Stay awake 22 104 1.20 1 1 1.61 0 1 .21 0 0 n/a 
Party 4 32 1.98 3 12 .13 3 22 .70 0 3 .51 
Relax 2 8 .00 4 19 .01 5 28 .15 1 3 .54 
“Experiment” 6 16 1.05 2 10 .00 3 16 .03 0 5 .92 
Get high 3 16 .17 2 18 1.04 2 16 .60 0 5 .92 
Cope 5 8 3.36 4 7 3.62 5 15 1.34 1 5 .07 
Counteract 
other drugs 
1 9 .59 1 5 .00 0 9 2.13 0 6 1.15 
Lose weight 8 28 .26 1 0 4.98* 0 1 .21 0 0 n/a 
Studying more 
enjoyable 
13 68 1.08 1 1 1.61 0 1 .21 0 0 n/a 
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Self-medicate 2 18 1.26 2 10 .00 3 12 .13 1 6 .01 
Sleep 1 2 .39 3 11 .26 3 15 .00 3 18 .06 
*significant because 𝑝 ≤ .05                                                                                                                                                                    
n/a chi-square value could not be computed because there was no variance in responses. 
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Table 3 
Frequencies of Total Reported Motives 
Total Reported 
Motives 
         
Stimulants (%) 
           
Opioids (%) 
              
Tranquilizers (%) 
           
Sedatives (%) 
0 4 (2.5) 26 (44.1) 16 (24.6) 5 (16.7) 
1 10 (6.2) 4 (6.8) 9 (13.8) 11 (36.7) 
2 22 (13.7) 10 (16.9) 14 (21.5) 7 (23.3) 
3 33 (20.5) 8 (13.6) 7 (10.8) 1 (3.3) 
4 41 (25.5) 1 (1.7) 6 (9.2) 3 (10.0) 
5 22 (13.7) 2 (3.4) 5 (7.7) 2 (6.7) 
6 8 (5.0) 3 (5.1) 3 (4.6) 0 
7 7 (4.3) 2 (3.4) 3 (4.6) 1 (3.3) 
8 7 (4.3) 2 (3.4) 2 (3.1) 0 
9 3 (1.9) 0 0 0 
10 3 (1.9) 0 0 0 
11 0 0 0 0 
12 0 0 0 0 
13 1 (.6) 1(1.7) 0 0 
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Appendix 
People who use prescription drugs report a wide variety of reasons for their behavior.  Indicate 
your reasons below, choosing ALL that apply for each type of drug.   
 
 
Stimulants (e.g., 
Adderrall, Ritalin, 
Concerta, 
Vyvanse) 
Opiates/Pain 
Medications 
(Oxycodone, 
Vicodin, 
Percocet) 
Tranquilizers 
(e.g., Xanax, 
Valium, Ativan) 
Sedatives (e.g., 
Ambien, Nebutal, 
Seconal) 
 Yes (1) Yes (1) Yes (1) Yes (1) 
To improve my 
grades (1)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To help me 
focus/concentrate (2)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To help me stay 
awake (3)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To have a good time 
at a party (4)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To help me relax (5)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To “experiment” (6)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To get high (7)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To cope with 
stress/bad news (8)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To counteract the 
effect of other 
drugs/medications 
(9)  
▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To lose weight (10)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
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To make studying 
more enjoyable (11)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To self-medicate 
(12)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
To help me sleep 
(13)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
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